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The governments National Cycling Strategy 
which aims to encourage cycling and 
improve cycling amenities through 
partnership working with both statutory and 
voluntary organisations. I shall look at the 
gender-based issues around how this may 
be difficult to implement and ways that 
youth and community workers can intervene 
to empower young women to cycle. 
 
In Britain cycling, which accounted for less 
than one in twenty journeys during 1975-76, 
now only accounts for one in a hundred 
school journeys ("Why do Parents Drive Their 
Kids to School", 2002) It is clear that 
walking, the use of public transport and 
cycling has been replaced by car use. The 
rise in car ownership has forced the 
Government to abandon its target of 
reducing congestion by 6 per cent by 2010. 
It now expects congestion to rise by up to 20 
per cent by the end of the decade. 
 
The role of youth and community workers in 
assisting implementing the National Cycling 
Strategy is key to achieving its aims. An 
article in Carbusters Magazine ("Out of the 
Car and into the Classroom", Carbusters 
Magazine, pg. 12 March-May, 2006) 
explains how the transport available to 
young people and the ideas young people 
have around transportation will stay with 
them throughout their lives. This means that 
youth workers must work with young people 
to encourage them to cycle now in order for 
them to become cycling rather than car 
driving adults.  
 
This problem seems to be worse for young 
girls than young boys illustrated in a recent 
report ("Why do Parents Drive Their Kids to 
School", 2002) which states that girls are 
more likely than boys to be taken to school 
by car. 
 
Young people have also identified a wish to 
cycle, especially to school. The same 
Carbusters article describes a study in New 
Zealand where children rated cycling as the 
way they would prefer to go to school, 
though only 10% actually do so ("Out of the 
Car and into the Classroom", Carbusters 
Magazine, pg. 12 March-May, 2006).  
 
Men cycle more than women, with 16% of 
men cycling at least once a week compared 
with only 10% of women (Department for 
Transport, 2002). Despite this, the bicycle 
has had an important role in women's 
history.  
 

 
 

"The bicycle has been The bicycle has been The bicycle has been The bicycle has been 
responsible for more responsible for more responsible for more responsible for more 

movement in manners movement in manners movement in manners movement in manners 
and morals than and morals than and morals than and morals than 

anything since Charles anything since Charles anything since Charles anything since Charles 
the Second. Under it's the Second. Under it's the Second. Under it's the Second. Under it's 
influence, wholly or in influence, wholly or in influence, wholly or in influence, wholly or in 

part, have wilted part, have wilted part, have wilted part, have wilted 
chaperons, long and chaperons, long and chaperons, long and chaperons, long and 
narrow skirts, tight narrow skirts, tight narrow skirts, tight narrow skirts, tight 

corsets, hair that would corsets, hair that would corsets, hair that would corsets, hair that would 
come down, black come down, black come down, black come down, black 

stockings, thick ankles stockings, thick ankles stockings, thick ankles stockings, thick ankles 
large hats, prudery and large hats, prudery and large hats, prudery and large hats, prudery and 
fear of the dark; undfear of the dark; undfear of the dark; undfear of the dark; under er er er 

its influence, wholly or in its influence, wholly or in its influence, wholly or in its influence, wholly or in 
part, have bloomed part, have bloomed part, have bloomed part, have bloomed 
weekends, strong weekends, strong weekends, strong weekends, strong 

nerves, strong legs, nerves, strong legs, nerves, strong legs, nerves, strong legs, 
strong language, strong language, strong language, strong language, 

knickers, knowledge of knickers, knowledge of knickers, knowledge of knickers, knowledge of 
make and shape, make and shape, make and shape, make and shape, 

knowledge of woods and knowledge of woods and knowledge of woods and knowledge of woods and 
pastures, equality of sex, pastures, equality of sex, pastures, equality of sex, pastures, equality of sex, 

good digestion and good digestion and good digestion and good digestion and 
professional occupationprofessional occupationprofessional occupationprofessional occupation----    

in four words, thein four words, thein four words, thein four words, the    
emancipation of emancipation of emancipation of emancipation of 

womenwomenwomenwomen."  
(Galsworthy, 1890) 

 
 
 
 
 
 



If the bicycle was such an important and 
influential machine for the women at the 
end of the Victorian age then it is difficult to 
see why so few women now use it. 
 

StatusStatusStatusStatus 
 
In the first bicycle craze of 1868 it was first 
used it was by the upper classes, yet now it 
is viewed as being reserved for those of 
lower social classes, and those riding a 
bicycle are often depicted as those who do 
so because they cannot afford a car. Indeed 
it is true that the bicycle can provide 
transportation for the 30% of the UK 
population that do not own a car, and for 
those people who cannot afford to do so. Yet 
it could be true that due to this perceived 
low social status of riding a bicycle why so 
many choose not to.  
 
Though cycling has been popular amongst 
the rich, when the motorcar was introduced, 
with its advertising and perceived speed and 
ease the bicycle was replaced. The bicycle 
does, however continue to be a machine 
that can make travel accessible for all in a 
way that doesn't pollute others at a speed 
that can often beat cars in a city. 
 
When the car replaced the bicycle it did not 
mean that women benefited. The car was a 
male machine and the sole reserve of the 
man of the family. This meant that the 
woman in the family was now at home with 
no form of transportation, as the car would 
be parked by the "breadwinners" job all day 
until he needed it to travel home again. 
Although the bicycle was still useful the low 

social status it now implied, due to being 
inferior to the motorcar, meant that a 
woman would be displaying her poverty and 
oppression in public. Not only could she not 
afford a car as she was not allowed out to 
work, but she was also displaying how she 
was not allowed one. So the numbers of 
female cyclists diminished, and instead of 
the bicycle being seen as a form of 
transport, it became only a leisure pursuit. 
  
With only half the female population of the 
UK having a driving license and women still 
faced with prejudices and derogatory notions 
of 'female drivers' cycling as an alternative 
mode of transport is perfect. As with the 
early female cyclists of the Nineteenth 
Century cycling for women in the 21st 
Century can be used as a way to overcome 
problems of having no access to car due to 
lower pay, the family car being the man's in 
the household and to reclaim some freedom 
of travel for sometimes "housebound" 
women. 
 
Despite its easy accessibility, health and 
environmental benefits the bicycle is 
paradoxically looked down upon from the 
machines that assist people in becoming 
obese, lazy, dangerous and polluting.  
 
Society discouraging women from driving in 
the past has now shifted as corporations 
realise there is another half of society's 
money to be had. They have begun 
specifically targeting women in their 
advertisements and even declaring that a 
woman in the Western world has no freedom 
if she has no car. With the reliance on a 
fossil fuel that is running out and becoming 
financially tied to this machine, through 
constant payments of road tax, MOT, upkeep 
etc. this freedom is debatable.  
 
These adverts often portray the female car 
driver as more intelligent and more beautiful 
than other women, and sometimes more 
than men. This is a way to convince the 
female consumer that these qualities are 
reserved for car drivers and for drivers of 
their particular brand, in the same way that 
Bernays marketed cigarettes or as he called 
them "torches of Freedom" to women by 
stating they represented women's liberation 
and freedom. 
 
For example in one car advertisement for 
Honda 2 females and 2 male are sitting 
down to dinner, during which the subject of 
the hosts' car arises in conversation. It 
becomes apparent that the choice of car 



was made by the female host, and she 
justifies her choice through technical 
description of the car's engine, to the 
surprise of the guests.  
 
Playing on the stereotypes that women have 
no technical or mechanical knowledge may 
only confirm that these sentiments do exist.  
 
These advertising campaigns and slow 
acceptance of women drivers by society has 
influenced women. Traffic on the roads is 
continuously increasing, where much of the 
increase in traffic has been caused by 
women narrowing the gap with men on car 
ownership levels. 
 
A TRL Study, "Attitudes to Cycling: a 
qualitative study and conceptual framework" 
(p. 9, 1997) shows how young women still 
see driving as a male institution. A diagram 
showing "Life Stage and Cycling" shows how 
both sexes enjoy cycling until they reach 11 
years when girls give it up to concentrate on 
attracting boys and cycling is seen as 
"macho territory". At this point it notes that 
boys "aspire to car" whilst girls simply "aspire 
to boyfriends with cars".  
 
This difference continues throughout 
adulthood, for example in their twenties a 
man may cycle again due to a "desire to be 
more active" whilst for a woman "cycling (is) 
limited due to transporting offspring and 
friends".  
 
This demonstrates how women lose out on 

every front, they are not allowed to even 
aspire to driving a car, only to be driven by a 
man, but also due to the nature of being a 
mother and a wife have little opportunity to 
cycle, due to having to look after children, 
whilst men leave them up to the female. 
Community workers can look at alternatives 
to this and ways of overcoming these 
practical problems, such as setting up child 
trailer hire for mothers bicycles and goods 
trailers for shopping. They could set up a 
crèche and a bike riding group so that 
women too can experience the joys of cycling 
without worrying about their children. 
 
Yet it is also essential that youth workers 
look at the deeper problems with young 
people and address these insecurities 
around the expectations of women. 
Community and youth workers must also 
work with local communities and young 
people to develop a better image for cycling 
in order for it to gain better social status and 
to achieve the objectives of the National 
Cycling Strategy. 
 
ImageImageImageImage 
Bicycling revolutionised the way women were 
'allowed' to dress when it was first used and 
caused massive public outrage and 
determination. In the Nineteenth Century 
women were bound in corsets and draped 
with petticoats and skirts, which were seen 
to portray femininity. When women started 
cycling it soon became obvious that this 
attire wasn't suitable for comfortable cycling, 
and women began to wear bloomers instead 
of skirts. This 'rational dress' was seen as 
being far too masculine by many and many 
women suffered persecution and abuse 
when wearing these baggy trousers. One 
example of this persecution is described in 
"How I learned to ride a Bicycle- Reflections 
of an Influential 19th Century Women": 
 
 "Some American bicycle clubs held dances 
exclusively for bloomer-clad women and 
their partners... In 1895, after a successful 
bloomer dance, police in Chicago put a stop 
to these events by threatening to treat 
women in bloomers like prostitutes" 
 
The use of the bloomer paved the way for 
clothing reform for women. The wearing of 
uncomfortable corsets became much less 
used, as their danger and discomfort was 
greatly increased when cycling, which meant 
that women were able and encouraged to do 
away with this harmful garment. Robert 
Smith described the changes cycling had on 
women's dress in the 1890's as "a much 



greater blow in behalf of the emancipation of 
women than taking off a brassiere" 
 
Paradoxically it is the attire and the image of 
and whilst cycling that could be putting 
modern women off using the bicycle as a 
form of transport. The TRL conducted 
"Attitudes to cycling: a qualitative study and 
conceptual framework" (1997) where they 
found that women were less keen on cycling 
due to concerns about personal appearance, 
stating that it spoilt their hairstyle and were 
"worried about the view from behind" 
(Female, occasional cyclist, Ealing) (TRL, 
1997, p.10).  
 
Women's concerns about appearance are 
not only concerned with cycling, it is a 
problem facing all women in our society: 
 
"In our culture, not one part of a women's 
body is left untouched, unaltered. No feature 
or extremity is spared the art, or pain, of 
improvement. Hair is dyed, lacquered, 
straightened, permanented; eyebrows are 
plucked, pencilled, dyed; eyes are lined, 
mascaraed, shadowed; lashes are curled or 
false- from head to toe, every feature of a 
woman's face, every section of her body, is 
subject modification, alteration." (Dworkin, 
1974, p.112) 
 
In a society that imposes such beauty 
regulations on women it is little wonder that 
fewer women than men engage in a form of 
transport that may result in them sweating, 
their makeup running and hair becoming 
dishevelled. The fact that more girls travel to 
school by car, a machine that allows them to 
get there without even a breeze disturbing 
their hair, could be seen as yet another 
beauty practise.   
 
These beauty practises are not seen as 
harmless choices that women make, that 
shouldn't be questioned. Dee Graham has 
written much about femininity as behaviour 
of a subordinate group. She uses the phrase 
"Stockholm Syndrome" to describe the 
predicament of women victimised by men:" If 
one (inescapable group threatens another 
group with violence but also- as a group- 
shows the victimised group some kindness, 
an attachment between the groups will 
develop. This is what we refer to as Societal 
Stockholm Syndrome" (Graham, 1994, p.57) 
 
She describes how the words "masculine" 
and "feminine" could also be seen as being 
"male domination" and "female 
subordination". She states how, through 

beauty practises such as makeup, removal 
of body hair, wearing restrictive clothing like 
high heels (terrible for cycling in!) women are 
trying to win men over, to "use any available 
information to alter our behaviour in ways 
that make interactions with men go 
smoothly" (p.160) 
 
For youth workers to be able to effectively 
encourage young women to cycle these 
factors must be taken into consideration and 
addressed. Although suggestions such as 
cycling slower to avoid sweating and 
messing up their hair could be practical, 
cycling should be a fun and practical method 
of transportation rather than one that forces 
young women to be self conscious.  
 
This does not mean, however, that young 
women should simply not cycle due to these 
problems. Instead they need to be tackled at 
the root and young women need to feel 
comfortable and confident to appear in any 
situation looking any way they please. Youth 
workers may take inspiration from the 
female cyclists that fought for social change 
in the way they dressed in the Nineteenth 
Century. They can encourage young women 
to feel the same amount of freedom and 
control over their own lives, their wardrobe 
and to feel empowered to ride a bicycle that 
could result in messing up their hair but 
could also be a liberating experience that 
gives them independence. 

 



Dworkin highlighted the importance of 
overcoming insecurities around appearance 
for women: 
 

""""Standards of beauty describe Standards of beauty describe Standards of beauty describe Standards of beauty describe 
in precise terms the in precise terms the in precise terms the in precise terms the 
relationship that an individual relationship that an individual relationship that an individual relationship that an individual 
will have to her own body. They will have to her own body. They will have to her own body. They will have to her own body. They 
prescribe her mobility, prescribe her mobility, prescribe her mobility, prescribe her mobility, 
spontaneity, posture, gait, the spontaneity, posture, gait, the spontaneity, posture, gait, the spontaneity, posture, gait, the 
uses to which she can put her uses to which she can put her uses to which she can put her uses to which she can put her 
own body. They define precisely own body. They define precisely own body. They define precisely own body. They define precisely 
the dimensions of her physical the dimensions of her physical the dimensions of her physical the dimensions of her physical 
freedomfreedomfreedomfreedom""""        

(Dworkin, 1974, p. 112) 
 
Another concern highlighted in the TRL study 
was that cycling is seen as being a macho 
and a mode of transport reserved for boys 
and men. In Return of the Scorcher (White, 
1992) a female bicycle mechanic describes 
how she was never allow to pursue her 
interest in bicycle mechanics as a child. She 
describes how she was repeatedly told that 
it was only boys that were allowed to get 
dirty and play with bicycles, and that she as 
a girl should be clean and concentrate on 
future occupations such as nursing.  
 
Though women and men's job roles are 
becoming slightly overlapped in the 
workplace, it is unlikely that the social 
pressures for children to act according to the 
gender that is set for them can be easily 
overcome. Gender identifying begins early, 
when in the womb parents are already 
finding great excitement in guessing, not so 
much as it's appearance or intellect, but its 
gender.  
 
These early enforcements can make young 
women feel that to overcome these 
expectations will question their identity. A 
teenage girl wanting to ride a bicycle to 
school not only has the pressures of her 
appearance on a bicycle and how her social 
status will be judged. She will also, by 
involving herself in a 'boys' activity have 
questioned her sexuality, her ability to 
attract men and opened herself to mockery. 
This can be seen in the TRL study where the 
macho image of bicycling was one of the 
main reasons for deterring women from 
cycling. 
 
 
 

HealthHealthHealthHealth 
 
Young people are facing increasing levels of 
health problems such as asthma and obesity 
where young women were more likely to be 
obese than their male peers (11.5% 
compared to 9.2%) (The Health Survey for 
England 2002). In addition to obesity young 
women are increasingly getting eating 
disorders. It's estimated that 1% of women 
between the ages of 15 and 30 suffers from 
anorexia, 2% have bulimia and 15% have a 
binge-eating disorder (The Royal College of 
Psychiatrists, 2004) 
 
These facts show the importance of the 
youth workers role to, not only encourage 
exercise in young people, to prevent them 
from becoming unhealthy but to do so in a 
way that is not a regime that could lead to 
obsession. Cycling is a good form of exercise 
for this purpose as young people using 
cycling as a form of transport is exercise but 
not in a way that might be damaging, like in 
a gym where the sole purpose of being there 
is to get fit or to lose weight. 
 
The government is bringing out many 
schemes and papers to encourage exercise 
and health in young people such as the 
Local Exercise Action pilots, yet none of 
these pilots currently use the most obvious 
ways that a young person can take action on 
their own health: Transport. Not only does 
everyone have to travel somewhere 
everyday, whether it be school or the shops 
or to visit friends but transport modes are 
also the things causing many health 
problems, especially amongst young adults.  
 

 
 



    
Conclusions and Recommendations for Conclusions and Recommendations for Conclusions and Recommendations for Conclusions and Recommendations for 
youth and community workersyouth and community workersyouth and community workersyouth and community workers    
 
The interventions required for youth and 
community workers to assist in encouraging 
cycling as part of the government's strategy 
are vast. Not only looking at the obvious 
concerns around health, the environment 
and pollution and as an alternative form of 
transport to one that relies on a fossil fuel 
that is running out.  
 
They must also deal with the deeper issues 
that prevent women from feeling 
comfortable riding a bicycle. Those women 
who think their bums are too big in jeans will 
be the hardest to convince they should ride 
a bike. Not only because they may be unfit 
but also because we must diminish the 
insecurities leading her to believe her bum is 
big and not just a restraint put upon women 
in our society to look a certain way in order 
to appease male dominance and to confirm 
female subordination. 
 
Youth and community workers must also 
look at ways to combat the ideas around 
cycling that make it masculine rather than 
available to any gender. This can be done 
through work that looks at gender and 
challenges stereotypes but also by 
increasing the amount of cycle related 
services available to women. In Britain only 
2% of the population cycle, yet in York where 
there are vastly more services available to 
cyclists, such as bike parking, bike 
mechanics classes etc. the number of 
cyclists rises to 20%. 

 
The National Cycling Strategy depends upon 
an increased level of co-operation between 
organisations in the public, commercial and 
voluntary sectors and so youth and 
community workers, in order to work most 
effectively in this area must work with 
others.  
 
Each of these partners can bring different 
skills and experience to use diverse tactics 
to encourage cycling, which may include 
practical skills from cycling instructors, 
discussion around image and status from 
youth and community workers, bicycle 
mechanics and campaigns by cycle 
advocacy groups. Many schools have 
banned bicycles and therefore youth workers 
should work alongside their partners with 
schools to raise the profile and benefits of 
cycling. 
 
It is important that youth workers 
encouraging cycling also ensure that they 
themselves and their places of work are 
bicycle friendly. Most of the statutory youth 
centres in Manchester have no bicycle racks 
outside them which does not give a very 
encouraging sign. 
 
If youth and community workers are to 
encourage specifically female cyclists they 
may also wish to consider gender specific 
amenities and services that might be able to 
target and address problems that are 
specific to females. Within this they must 
look at other types of difference and 
problems that might arise according to 
religion, for example Muslim females may 
not be able to dress in certain ways that is 
most useful when cycling, and so these 
issues must be sensitively addressed.  
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